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Inventors
Past and
Present

by
A unit on inventions in third grade was
planned to include a database activity in
which learners would gather and organize

Bruce Ricketts

biographical information about well-known
inventors, as in the following form:

INVENTOR'S LAST NAME:

FIRST NAME:

BORN:

DIED:

NAME OF INVENTION:
TYPE OF INVENTION:
DATE INVENTED:
PURPOSE OF INVENTION:
INFORMATION PREPARED BY:

To use a database like this with third
graders, it seemed essential to introduce the
concept of a database in a more personalized
way first. Therefore, prior to beginning the
inventions unit an information file was
developed, including the following fields:

One of the main purposes of the database
activity was to guide students to use reference
materials wisely to gather specific information
rather than simply copy information from a
book to make a report.

LAST NAME:

FIRST NAME:

INITIAL:

NUMBER OF PEOPLE IN MY FAMILY:
MY FAVORITE COLOR:
MY FAVORITE FOOD:
MY FAVORITE SCHOOL SUBJECT:
TYPE OF PET

(ENTER -- NONE, DOG, CAT, OTHER+ TYPE):
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Following these experiences with the
personal database, the inventions unit was
launched. Students were guided to use
reading strategies and study skills to locate
information about inventors. Notes were
taken with pencil and paper. When the
information had been gathered, students
worked in pairs to enter it into the database.
As one of the activities in the unit, each
student was expected to create an original
invention. Now they are inventors too, and
information about themselves and their
creations can be entered into the database
along with the well-known inventors. The
information from the database can be used
as notes for writing biographical sketches
about famous inventors as well as for writing
labels to place next to their own inventions in
a classroom exhibit.

Using a large monitor, I modeled the
insertion of information into the database.
This demonstration provided an opportunity
to talk about the need for everyone to enter
information in the same way, e.g. , the number
of people should always be a numeral (3)
rather than a word (three). Also, the type of
pet should be entered in a consistent manner.
Of course if data are not entered correctly,
despite the cautions, subsequent searches wi 11
reveal problems and lead to good discussions
such as " why mine didn 't show up when we
searched for type of pet and I know I entered
my puppy.
After my demonstration of entering data,
each student, working with a friend, completed
his or her record. Once all the students had
entered data about themselves, they enjoyed
conducting various searches to find out who
likes the same foods and how many people
like science the most. Such searches also
formed the basis for math lessons in which
students wrote their own problems and drew
bar graphs.

Bruce Ricketts is a Third Grade Teacher at
Amerman Elementary School, Northville,
Michigan.

A valuable use of this personal information
database was to guide students in making
generalizations. The students made predictions about the likes and dislikes of third
grade students in general, based on their own
database. Then they collected data from
other third grades in the building and in other
buildings in the district to verify their
conclusions. For classes in which the teachers
are using computers, the information can be
collected on disks. Otherwise, a pencil and
paper format can be used, in which case the
~tudents will see that searching for specific
information is much easier in the computer
than sorting and counting by hand.
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